An exploratory qualitative study examined the experiences of eleven county human service agencies' as they embarked upon the budget reduction process during the years of the Great Budget and Policy Priorities, 2014). The federal budget, already over one trillion dollars in deficit, took a battering during this time as income tax revenues fell drastically and expenditures increased for unemployment claims, food stamps and other safety net programs (Ruffing & Friedman, 2013) . Substantial decreases in income tax and sales tax revenues, combined with increasing enrollment in state subsidized safety net programs, decimated state budgets. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), a federal economic recovery package intended to shore up the consumer market, funneled substantial assistance to state budgets, mostly in the form of increased Medicaid funding and a "State Fiscal Stabilization Fund" (Oliff, Mai, and Palacios, 2012) .
4 serious challenges, they occurred during a time of relative economic expansion in the United States. In contrast, the severity of the economic recession that swept the United States in 2008 has only been surpassed historically by the Great Depression of the 1930s. Moreover, during the Great Depression, food stamps, Medicaid, and TANF did not exist, and were developed in response to the economic devastation of the 1930's. In the context of significant budget reductions and increased demand for services, the choices made by county human service agency leaders determined what services were available and how they were provided in their counties during the financial crisis. The dramatic and intense need to quickly and significantly restructure these organizations sparked a high level of creativity and innovation. This study was designed to capture the principles that guided these leaders, the strategies used to make decisions, and the tactics employed to balance budgets, and identify lessons to inform current and future public sector administrators.
Literature Highlights
By the mid-1970s, public social service bureaucracies had experienced decades of growth and increasing fiscal appropriations that rested on the assumption that public resources would continue to be available as part of an expanding economy (Glassberg, 1978; Levine, 1978) . However, with the beginning of economic stagnation in the 1970s and the ensuing reductions in domestic spending during the 1980s Reagan administration, "cutback management" became a familiar term among government administrators as scholars launched a systematic examination of the phenomenon. Given the general absence of historical precedent and empirical investigation, early scholarship on the subject was largely theoretical. Charles Levine (1978 Levine ( , 1979 ) offered the first, and perhaps best-known, framework for understanding public sector retrenchment related to legislative and judicial program funding mandates as well as the realities 5 of term limits and turnover of legislators (Levine, Rubin, & Wolohojian, 1982) . Levine posited that the causes for organizational decline can be classified into four quadrants, "divided along two dimensions: (a) whether they are primarily the result of conditions located either internal or external to the organization, or (b) whether they are principally a product of political or economic/technical condition. (Levine, 1978, p.318 )" In addition, political considerations dominated the specific decisions of managers (Edwards & Mitchell, 1987; Jick & Murray, 1982; Levine, 1978) as well as the process for allocating cuts within an organization (Bigelow & Stone, 1995; Levine, Rubin, & Wolohojian, 1982; Murray & Jick, 1985; Reisch & Taylor, 1983) .
Given the unique constraints of this environment, cutback management scholars have offered a range of suggestions for successfully navigating public retrenchment. Managers are encouraged to engage in the difficult process of systematically prioritizing which services to cut and which to spare (Austin, 1984; Behn, 1980 Behn, , 1988 Levine, Rubin, & Wohojian, 1982 , and avoid a "brain drain" by ensuring that creative, visionary staff are not laid off or lost to inflexible seniority policies (Behn, 1988; Levine, 1978) . Additional recommendations include: creating incentives and rewards for successful downsizing (Behn, 1988; Biller, 1980; Levine, 1979; Levine, Rubin, & Wohojian, 1982) ; developing relationships with key policy makers and constituencies (Austin, 1984; Behn, 1988) ; engaging in innovation (Behn, 1988; Biller, 1980; Glassberg, 1978; Levine, 1978) ; and creating a mission-based, strategic plan that both informs cutback implementation and allows for adaptive shifts to new funding sources (Austin, 1984; Behn, 1980 Behn, , 1988 .
Studies have highlighted the importance of an enhanced mission focus, or even a mission redesign, in order to: prioritize essential services (Flynn, 1991; Goplerud, Walfish, & Apsey, 1983; Goplerud, Walfish, & Broskowski, 1985; Jerrell & Larsen, 1984 ; Partnership for Public 6 Service, 2011); guide where to make cuts (Nakamoto & Altaffer, 1992) ; identify ways to compete for limited resources (Goplerud, Walfish, & Apsey, 1983) ; and build relationships with influential people, through an influential board member, or directly oneself (Goplerud, Walfish, & Apsey, 1983; Goplerud, Walfish, & Broskowski, 1985; Packard et al., 2007; Pawlak, Jeter, & Fink, 1983) . Maintaining staff morale is critical, since layoffs and service reductions can have damaging impacts on the workplace mood and climate (Austin, 1984; Baker, 1982; Behn, 1988; Holzer et al., 2003; Hood et al., 1990; Johnson & Berger, 1990; Murray & Jick, 1985; Packard et al., 2007) . The early scholarship on managing cutbacks also directed managerial attention to either long-term or systematic planning (Goplerud, Walfish, & Broskowski, 1985; Jerrell & Larsen, 1984 Murray and Jick, 1985) .
Overall, however, recent research on public sector cutback management remains scarce, with only a handful of studies on the topic being published since the topic's "zenith" in the first half of the 1980s (Bozeman, 2010, p. 558) . The Great Recession, as the most serious economic downturn since the Great Depression, has posed a unique challenge that had not been previously encountered by the modern American Welfare State. Today--more than 30 years after the pinnacle of retrenchment research-there are many information and service technologies available to assist public human service managers in streamlining service delivery and restructuring human service organizations. In an effort to inform current human service administrative practice, this qualitative study of modern public sector cutback management addresses four key retrenchment questions: 1) What were the principles that guided organizational leaders in the process?
2) What strategies were used for decision making? 
County Demographic Characteristics
The eleven county HSOs differ in population size and include one small rural county with less than 300,000 residents, three medium sized suburban counties with between 300,000 and 700,000 residents, and seven large urban counties with between 700,000 to 2,000,000 residents.
Counties also range in physical size, from less than 47 square miles to over 3200 square miles.
Though all eleven counties are considered to be metro areas by the US Census Bureau, the population density in each county varies widely, from 17,000 people per square mile to 127 people per square mile. Income level and distribution in these counties also vary greatly; between 2008 and 2012, the median household income ranged from $60,000 to $91,000, while persons living below the poverty level ranged from 7.5% to over 16% (US Census Bureau State & County Quick Facts, 2014) .
Organizational Characteristics: The size of county HSOs also varies with the size of the county. Three agencies in the sample have less than 800 employees, four have between 800 and 8 1500 staff, and four agencies have over 1500 full-time staff. Three of the eleven county organizations are integrated health and human service agencies, providing public health and behavioral health services to their county, in addition to public assistance, child welfare, and employment and senior services.
Sampling/Data Collection: Qualitative interviews were conducted with three to six executive leaders in each participating HSO. Purposive sampling was used to identify the participants by asking each HSO director to participate in an interview, and identify other informants in his or her organization that could provide insight into the budget reduction process and experience. A total of 46 interviews lasting 60 to 75 minutes were conducted, and all but two of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. Two individuals declined to be recorded, but detailed notes were taken. The interview guide was semi-structured to elicit the experiences and observations of expert informants. Key topics included: 1) planning and implementation issues (e.g., scope of reductions, implementation processes, organizational priorities, mission and guiding values, resources); and 2) organizational strategies (e.g., innovative strategies, structural changes, programmatic or service delivery changes; changes to the use of technology and staffing).
Data Analysis:
The analytical approach involved multiple coding cycles to create holistic single case studies for each county HSO (Saldana, 2013; Yin, 2003) . The case studies were then analyzed in a multi-case study approach (Stake, 2006) . Coding schemes were developed by the first author using an eclectic approach that included descriptive and focused coding, and were validated through discussions with the primary interviewer and agency directors (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013; Saldaña, 2013) . Pre-coding and first and second cycle coding were carried out manually, while third and fourth cycle coding was conducted in Dedoose, a 9 qualitative data analysis software platform. Following the fourth and final coding cycle, Dedoose was used to validate theme recurrence within and across cases, confirming the frequency of the themes discussed by participants and verifying the key concepts described in the findings.
Once coding and analysis was complete, findings were presented to the HSO Directors to gauge accuracy and consider implications of the findings. In this group, several EDs had participated in interviews, and a few were new to the position or to the organization. Feedback from this group was collected and recorded, and highlights from the discussion were incorporated into the final reporting of the data.
Limitations
There are limitations to this exploratory study with respect to sampling strategy, timing of data collection and interview design. The county sample is relatively small and may represent 
Major Findings
The presentation of the findings begins with a review of: 1) the principles used to guide organizational decision-making in response to budget cuts; 2) the strategies used for making those decisions; and 3) the organizational changes that were implemented in an effort to balance the budget. The next section of findings describes the strategies that were perceived to be effective, the factors contributing to success, the strategies that were less effective, and the challenges which inhibited efficacy.
Guiding Principles

"You know, I think that …..the agency and most of its programs made it through okay. I think our relationships with our CBO community held okay…. So we went through a series of years with big cuts and we kind of held it all together. So I guess that's the good news of what we did and we followed our guiding principle in that sense."
More than half of the county HSOs created a formally articulated set of guiding principles. The remaining organizations used a set of informally developed values and priorities to guide their decision making without articulating them in writing. Most of these principles were mission-related values related to client-serving programs (e.g. preserving children and family services, and prioritizing the welfare of children in the community), and certain administrative values ( e.g. complying with federal and state mandates, preserving direct service staff positions, maintaining in-house and contracted service capacity and quality, and increasing efficiency to address record-setting demand for services) to support the implementation of agreed-upon organizational changes. See Table 1 for a summary of guiding principles.
[Insert Table 1 here]
Decision Making Strategies
The participating organizations used an array of strategies to help redefine priorities. In most organizations, program and staff performance data, combined with information about which programs were funded by county general fund dollars, informed new priorities. Another key to the decision making process for most county HSOs was the use of financial models and time studies to create and test various budget reduction scenarios before making final programmatic or organizational structural changes. Many organizations integrated their current strategic plan with their process of reprioritizing.
Engaging critical stakeholders (e.g. staff, unions, clients, funders, community partners and community leaders) was a common strategy for decision making. This involved discussions with stakeholders about service reduction or elimination, and incorporating their input into organizational actions. Multiple communication strategies were used with internal staff to engage them in decision making, and leadership paid careful attention to consistent and clear messaging to staff around concerns critical to the budget reduction process.
While some efforts were made to engage mid-level and direct service staff, as well as union leaders in the decision making process, management frequently did not have the capacity to communicate effectively with staff. Many respondents reported that their staff provided feedback that communication related to budget reductions was insufficient, and were critical of top-down decisions made without the input of staff or community stakeholders. See Table 2 for a summary of decision making strategies, including stakeholder engagement tactics and concerns.
[Insert Table 2 here]
Budget Balancing Strategies
New priorities --informed by guiding principles, new financial structures and agency data -inspired a range of strategies and tactics used by the participating organizations to balance their annually shrinking budgets during the recession years. Every HSO used solutions related to organizational re-structuring, internal and community partnerships, staffing strategies and fiscal management. Most HSOs also addressed the increased workload created by the budgetbalancing strategies and the increase in service demand triggered by the economic downturn.
Restructuring the organization was the most common strategy for reducing agency budgets while attempting to maintain service capacity and quality. HSOs eliminated or reduced organizational infrastructure (e.g. client transportation services, training or planning positions or entire departments, and administrative support for direct service staff), as well as client-serving programs. Often in response to, or in conjunction with, changes to infrastructure, most organizations also reformulated programs in a more efficient or consolidated manner. Some examples of program reforms include moving from scheduled to drop-in appointments, conducting group intakes for entitlement programs or working with clients on the phone rather than face-to-face.
All HSOs looked for solutions to their fiscal challenges by creating new partnerships, capitalizing on existing ones, or adjusting contracts with partners. Every organization developed internal partnerships, within their own agency or with other county departments such as probation or behavioral health. Partnerships with other county divisions were utilized, for example, to transfer programs from the HSO budget to the budget of another department, ensuring service continuity. Partnerships within the HSO also helped to balance the budget, including inter-division transfer of funds to sustain a struggling division. Many organizations also reduced or eliminated contracts with community-based partners as a way to reduce their budgets. However, an equal number of agencies expanded or added contracts in order to maintain services at a lower cost. Finally, several organizations worked actively with community or county partners to identify duplication of services in the community and coordinate service provision by a single service provider.
The third most frequently mentioned category of solutions involved rigorous fiscal stewardship, such as reducing or eliminating unnecessary spending and increasing accountability 13 for staff and community contractors. Nearly every respondent also cited careful consideration of agency structure or policy to ensure that each program was maximizing the drawdown of federal or state funds. More than half of these HSOs also looked for additional ways to increase revenue. For example, two counties invested in staff to help clients on county-funded general assistance to apply for and obtain federal disability benefits, enabling the HSO to claim federal reimbursement for the general assistance benefits paid to these clients and increasing clients' monthly income support. Many organizations also capitalized on the federal funds dispersed through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 to reinvent or reinvigorate programs that would have been eliminated or significantly reduced due to budget reductions.
Every HSO eliminated vacant positions and/or shifted staff from poorly funded programs to better funded programs. Most organizations also resorted to staff layoffs; however, with limited exceptions, layoffs were minimal as administrators capitalized on staff attrition. Almost half of the participating organizations implemented hiring freezes as a means of controlling staff costs, and quite a few agencies utilized voluntary or incented retirement to avoid layoffs. A few organizations recruited volunteers to supplement the workforce or to provide ancillary services, in some cases using newly retired staff as volunteers. The increased demand for efficiency and productivity led a few organizations to increase performance expectations for staff. For example, poorly performing staff were more quickly identified and moved out of the organization through disciplinary processes.
The remaining staff in every agency was left with a significantly increased workload.
Organizational leaders were aware of this problem and, through direct supervision or agency wide communications, attempted to help staff prioritize their workload and identify tasks that could be left incomplete. Most of these organizations later brought in temporary or contracted 14 employees to help the organization catch up on the backlog of work left undone during these times. Two organizations used overtime for current employees to help catch up on backlogged work. See Table 3 for a summary of budget balancing strategies.
[Insert Table 3 What worked. The innovative solutions and increased partnerships that arose from the economic crisis were seen as successes. Most study participants agreed that the budget crisis spawned innovation, and shifted focus from temporary fixes to sustained organizational changes.
One administrator stated, "I think that in many ways the creativity happened after we got leaner.
It wasn't how we got leaner--but we got leaner and then we got better." The majority of innovations involved creative financial strategies (e.g. revising accounting methods, using more accurate methods to project salary savings, finding new ways to increase revenue, or transferring funds between programs based on funding availability). One organization developed "Budget Projects" where each division in the organization was challenged to increase revenue or decrease expenses in order to close their budget gaps.
Another common innovative practice was the formation of new partnerships with community organizations, or the reconfiguration of existing partnerships, as a means of maintaining service quality with reduced funds. For example, one county partnered with local foundations to continue to provide services in the community that the HSO no longer had the resources to provide. In another county, a mutually beneficial partnership between the water agency and the youth employment training program gained great support from the community and positive response from the participants. work." The program was so successful it has been duplicated in surrounding counties.
Innovative solutions that capitalized on new information technologies were also employed by many of the HSOs. In one organization, leadership invested in mobile workplace technologies that allowed direct service staff, working primarily in the field, to enter case data in their car, at home, or on site with clients. Staff saved travel time because they did not have to start or end the day at the office, and the agency saved money on mileage reimbursement, increased staff efficiency, and facilities costs (close to one million dollars annually). Several other agencies used consumer-oriented computer-based technologies to streamline the intake and application process in benefits eligibility offices. Clients were be able to access many functions within the organization's lobby through kiosks, private phones, computer stations, electronic reader boards, phone systems with IVR, and document scanning stations.
Programs were creatively redesigned to enable consumers to receive similar levels of services with fewer agency resources. For example, several participating organizations restructured their eligibility determination process from a case-based process (in which the intake worker follows a case from file opening to closure) to a task-based process (in which clients can be served by any case worker, at any phase of their case). Some organizations developed new communication strategies for reaching out to the community or to their staff, such as investing resources in a media team to manage internal and external communication through video production and YouTube. Finally, a few organizations innovated through the use of volunteers, including recruiting volunteers to provide services to the aging population in the community, and asking recent retirees to implement a leadership development program for their middle managers. Another county erected a "triage tent" in the parking lot to address lobby overcrowding and enlisted the help of volunteers by recruiting individuals waiting in line for services. Almost all study participants discussed the importance of planning, forecasting, and anticipating consequences, even in the midst of the recession. A deputy director reflected, "It
Facilitators of
just didn't seem like we had enough time and I think in retrospect… it is important to really know exactly what the immediate impact is, what the midterm impact might be, and the long term--and
for everybody to be aware of that." Many respondents disclosed a variety of ways in which a lack of foresight about the consequences of short term solutions devastated their organization.
One example relates to voluntary employee separation incentive packages, which encouraged highly experienced, knowledgeable staff, to leave the organization at a time when skilled staff was needed. One county HSO leader reported, "We offered an early retirement incentive to certain classifications and as a result, we lost a whole bunch of line staff who were very
experienced….and in hindsight it would have been better to … have kept the organizational knowledge and the experience in the organization."
A few organizations were early adopters and implemented time-saving technologies before the recession, which representatives reported to be an asset during the budget reductions.
In other organizations, respondents expressed regret over delaying investment in such 18 technologies before the crisis hit. Attempting to implement those systems during the recession added additional stress and created more burdens for employees who were already overloaded. Another budget reduction stressor experienced in most organizations related to "bumping" (e.g. the right of a senior employee to displace a newer employee, when the senior employee's position is eliminated). Often staff were bumped into positions for which they had no experience or expertise, increasing the need for staff training at a time when all organizations had reduced resources for such activities. Bumping processes also led to an increase in staff turnover, when senior staff were unsuccessful in new roles or newer staff resigned to avoid being bumped.
In addition to bumping, organizations also experienced "brain drain," losing some of the most experienced and knowledgeable staff to staff turnover and/or incentivized early retirement.
Organizations could not replace the lost experience and expertise quickly enough, and some programs and processes temporarily declined in quality. Increased turnover was cited by several organization as an ongoing additional challenge during the recession years, and the drastically reduced workforce became a bigger problem when county HSOs needed supplemental staff to launch the enrollment phase of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) towards the end of the recession.
Discussion
Many effective strategies reported by managers in these eleven county HSOs reflect tactics supported by previous literature on managing public sector cutbacks. For example, revising the organizational mission and articulating guiding principles to establish new priorities was viewed across the board as an effective maneuver for making decisions. Many of these agencies adjusted their mission to focus strictly on the state and federal mandates under which they operate. Other successful strategies include creating new inter-departmental collaborations, engaging stakeholders and forming new relationships in the community. Every organization found innovative ways to maintain quality and capacity in the context of diminished resources, and several organizations created incentives for successful downsizing.
In contrast, some HSOs implemented approaches that cutback management scholars have expressly advised against. Several organizations experienced a substantial brain drain created by incentivized retirement programs and bumping policies that encouraged staff to leave the organization. Respondents in most organizations reported that bumping, along with drastically 21 increased workloads and job insecurity, made it difficult to maintain staff morale. Few organizations used strategic planning to actively guide decisions during this time, and many organizations reported setting it aside or putting it on hold during the recession years.
Eric Goplerud, Steven Walfish and Anthony Broskowski (1985) note that leaders' actions may diverge from the values and strategies they espouse. Instances of similar divergence were noted in this study, as external stressors or constraints prevented senior managers from acting in accordance with expressed values. The inability to act resulted in negative consequences, usually reduced staff morale and increased staff turnover. For example, several respondents noted the importance of planning ahead, but failed to anticipate the consequences of their decisions regarding implementing new technologies or reducing agency infrastructure. Both actions further burdened remaining staff and, in some cases, extended the recovery and rebuilding timeline. A few participants acknowledged that the need to take immediate action overrode the organization's commitment to long-range decision-making, a phenomenon observed in past organizational decline studies (Jerrell & Larsen, 1984 Murray and Jick, 1985) .
Discussing study findings, some HSO Directors reported that they were compelled to make program or infrastructure cuts that were grossly misaligned with organizational values because they had reached a point in the recession when there was nothing remaining in the budget that could be cut. This experience appeared to be more common in organizations that approached cuts incrementally, rather than making deep structural reductions in the initial years of the recession. This finding highlights the importance of identifying key information and developing forecasting models to inform cutback decisions in future recessionary periods.
Results also suggest that county HSOs charged with budget cuts face many of the challenges outlined in Levine's original theoretical framework for public sector retrenchment 22 (Levine, Rubin & Wolohojian, 1982; Levine, 1978; Levine, 1979 ). Levine's insights highlight the challenges that are unique to public managers and which fundamentally shape public management practice, including complying with legislative and judicial program mandates, and responding to political actors. In this study, HSO efforts to shore up staff morale were hampered by political agendas, civil service union regulations and workloads required by legislative mandates. In one instance, an HSO leader was explicitly told not to share critical information with staff or the public until after an important election. When deciding what and where to cut, careful consideration of future repercussions was hindered by the uncertainty of legislated funding mechanisms and changing political priorities.
An important study finding, rarely noted in previous research or theoretical frameworks, is the impact of complex social service funding mechanisms on staff participation in organizational decision making. Direct service staff, mid-level staff and members of the Board of Supervisors were often unfamiliar with the intricacies of social service financing, creating challenges for human service administrators who sought to include employees in decision making and work collaboratively with elected officials. The role of information technology in each organization's crisis management story emerged as another important finding. While almost every respondent reported that new technologies were critical in streamlining business processes and providing data to guide decision making, many also noted frustration associated with implementing technology and developing staff competencies. In publicly accountable HSOs, such ambivalence is heightened due to the intense need to effectively manage data for high volumes of service consumers and complex governmental programs which is hampered by the bureaucratic rules and process that complicate governmental work. 
Further Research
24
Additional inquiry might identify information relevant to organizational decisions in regards to broad cutback strategies. Studying organizational leaders that employed an incremental reduction scheme throughout the recession, as well as leaders who utilized large systemic cuts at the beginning of the recession, might yield data to assist HSO directors in making reasoned, evidence-informed judgments that match the retrenchment strategy to the needs of their organization.
Practice Implications
The experiences and strategies of these organizations illustrate successful approaches for streamlining an organization and can be applied immediately in practice settings. Findings point to two categories of practice implications: 1) Tactics to employ when the organization is thriving in order to prepare for the next round of budget challenges and 2) Tactics to employ when faced with the need to reduce budgets.
Tactics to prepare. For an organization to best position itself for resiliency in leaner times, leaders should invest in creating and maintaining positive and collaborative relationships with key stakeholders, including elected officials, the Board of Supervisors, other county departments, labor unions, and partner organizations in the community. It is also important during times of economic health for an organization to encourage internal department leaders to collaborate and integrate across divisions within the agency. Established strong partnerships within and among these entities will position an HSO to capitalize on those relationships to leverage resources for maximum service efficacy.
Additionally, HSO's need to educate middle level and direct service staff, as well as the Board of Supervisors, on the basics of social service funding mechanisms. Taking this step now will enable HSO leaders to meaningfully engage all levels of staff in decision making about 25 budget reductions, and minimize conflict and misunderstanding with Supervisory Boards.
Agencies would also be well served during times of relative financial stability to proactively invest in identifying and implementing capacity building technologies and developing a robust volunteer base in their community, to help maintain service standards when fiscal resources are constrained.
Finally, imaginative problem solving and the ability to think beyond the status quo is imperative to operating in the new reality of smaller government human services, and is a practice that must continue in less lean times. The ongoing challenge to create and find innovative approaches to budget and service efficiencies must become a normative management HSOs should also consider alternatives to voluntary separation incentive packages in order to preserve organizational knowledge and expertise. Organizations should minimize reductions to organizational infrastructure, because these positions can be critical to support decision making and are difficult to restore once eliminated. HSOs that avoid these practices during difficult times, and capitalize on economic stability to continuously prepare for leaner times, are organizations that will thrive, not just survive, in the face of economic adversity.
